
How to Collect a Communication Sample

       Introduction
Sampling communication is a great first place to start in an AAC evaluation with a 
child with a complex communication needs. This gives the evaluator an opportunity 
to observe the child before any direct hands on assessment. The child has a chance to 
relax and warm up to the new person in his/her environment. The evaluator learns a 
great deal about the child, partners, and setting prior to beginning any assessment, 
which is helpful in intervention planning.

It is very important for observers to be aware of the factors that affect the 
communication sample that is gathered. These include the (1) skills and abilities of 
the communicator  (2) AAC system(s) (3) partner(s) (4) interactive or instructional 
setting and (4) context. A sample can be collected for children with limited or no 
speech but children will vary in age, developmental level, and their own individual 
communication challenges. Some may or may not have an AAC system in place when 
the evaluation is initiated. For those who do, there may be system limitations, which 
impact the extent to which the system is used. All sampling occurs in the natural 
context (home, school, community) during interactive settings (activities) and these 
factors along with the partner effect the quantity and quality of communication 
opportunities provided to the child. Partner’s will vary in their relationship to the 
child, interactive style and their ability to communicate effectively with the child. The 
context of home differs greatly from school in terms of the type of interactive settings 
that are commonly associated with each. The important thing is to sample to answer 
your question, and take into consideration all of these factors in interpreting your 
results.

      Formulate a Question 
The first step for the observer is to formulate a question that can be answered with 
communication sampling and analysis. For example:

1. What is the baseline level of communicative means and functions for this 
child across contexts (home and school)?

a. Sample in both the home and school context. It is preferable to sample 
communication in at least two primary contexts with familiar partners 
to establish a baseline level of communicative functioning.  If you 
sample in only one context, you cannot generalize to other contexts.

b. Collect a complete sample (see below) in the school and another 
complete sample in the home if there are any questions whether the 
child communicates better in one context vs. another.

c. Sample during routine interactive settings (activities) such as snack, 
recess, circle time, small group, or large group that involve the 
interaction of the child with at least one familiar partner. The evaluator 
samples routine interactive settings that capture the child as he/she 
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typically communicates with the partner.

2. Is the child using the AAC Systems during instructional and interactive 
activities in the school?

a. Sample the child during the instructional activities in the classroom. If 
there are several instructional activities, sample in a variety of 
activities. Note whether an AAC system was available to the child 
during the activity.

b. Sample a variety of interactive and instructional activities to insure 
that the sample includes more than one activity type.

c. Limit the number of repeated interactive events sampled so as not to 
skew your sample. For example, if the teacher is asking a similar 
question multiple times to elicit a response from a child, record only a 
few interactive event sequences of that type. 

3. Has the child benefited from intervention? 
a. Obtain a baseline sample and then collect a post treatment sample 

using essentially the same sampling conditions.
b. Compare the baseline with the post treatment sample to determine if 

there are changes in communicative means and functions after 
treatment?

If the evaluator is interested in answering questions about the partners, settings, or 
context other analysis methodologies can be applied to the collected sample. 
However, this is beyond the scope of this CSA tool at this time.

Observe and sample spontaneous natural interaction
After formulating a question, the evaluator selects the context(s) and settings to 
observe the child. The evaluator should enter context/setting, introduce him/herself to 
the adult partners (and child) and inform them that the child will be observed during 
interactive activities. The presence of a new person in the context can affect the 
behavior of the child and the partner(s). Observations occur after the child and partner 
adapt to the presence of the observer and are in as natural a state as possible. 
The evaluator should have several Communication Sampling Forms available for 
sampling purposes and be prepared to begin collecting the sample on the first visit 
after a sufficient warm-up.  The evaluator observes but does not interact with the 
child and partner(s) during sampling. The evaluator sits in close proximity to observe 
communicative behavior between the child and partner. There are no directions 
provided to partners to elicit communication. There are no structured or unstructured 
tasks used to "elicit" communication for sampling. Rather, the evaluator captures the 
natural and spontaneous communication that occurs in context during the specified 
interactive settings. 
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Record on the sampling form
Sample after the child and partner begin to ignore the presence of the observer.
Your purpose is to capture the interaction between the partner and child during the 
activity. Record only the macro, global nonverbal, vocal, and verbal behavior. When 
you are transcribing the interaction as it is happening it is not possible to make a 
notation regarding the more subtle aspects of communication behavior. Record only 
what is most obvious and transparent. When making notations regarding an observed 
event it is very possible to “miss” subsequent events as the evaluator is writing on the 
sampling form. The evaluator can observe and record a single interactive event 
sequence, and then look up to observe another at a later time in the interaction. Each 
event is analyzed individually. Sometimes it is possible to record sequential events. 
When recording sequential events on the data entry form the partner response to the 
communicator may also be the interactive setting for the next communicative act.  In 
this case the observer uses the partner response to the previous interactive event as the 
Interactive Setting for the next event. Each line of the sampling form must include: a 
notation regarding the interactive setting, the child’s communication act, and the 
partner’s response.

The observer first notes what is happening in the Interactive Setting including a 
nonverbal, vocal, verbal behavior by the interactants or any notable event or change 
within the interactive setting (e.g. child's juice bottle is empty; toy or edible moved 
out of reach; someone approaches the child etc.). The child may initiate a 
communication behavior act with no notable changes in the interactive setting.  In this 
case the observer simply makes a notation regarding what is happening in the 
interactive setting at the time the communicative behavior was observed.

E
V
E
N
T 
#

INTERACTIVE 
SETTING

What's happening in the environment? 
What is the partner doing/saying right 
now? 

E.g.: While dressing her, Mom 
asks,"Are you cold?" 

OBSERVED BEHAVIORS 
OF COMMUNICATOR

What behaviors does the Child use to 
initiate or respond? What unaided &/or 
aided means does the Child use with the 
partner?  

E.g.:  Child smiles + vocalizes “ah”

ME
AN
S

PARTNER RESPONSE 
TO COMMUNICATOR

How does the partner respond to 
the Child?

E.g.: Mom covers Child with 
blanket  + says, “There you go”

FU
NC
TIO
NS

In the Observed Behavior of Communicator column record the child’s nonverbal, 
vocal, verbal behavior or AAC system use directed toward the partner for purposes of 
serving a communication function. This essentially is the child’s Communicative Act 
(adapted from Wetherby & Prizant, 1990). This differs from nonverbal and vocal 
behavior that may be observed during sampling but is not directed at a partner.
Use the letter “C” to denote the child. Use a plus (+) to represent simultaneous 
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behaviors and a comma (,) to represent sequential behaviors for transcription 
purposes.

In the Partner Response to Communicator column record exactly what the partner 
said or did following the child’s Communication Act.  It is very important to include 
as much information as possible. The sample cannot be altered at the time of analysis. 
If there is insufficient information in the partner response column to determine the 
communication function of the interactive event sequence, then the event cannot be 
analyzed. Ambiguous or unclear events are not counted in the 25 interactive event 
sample. Each line on the sampling form must include a sufficient notation in the 
interactive setting, a Communication Act by the child, and partner response. This 
constitutes a complete Interactive Event Sequence.

 Length of Sample
The observer samples as much of the interaction as possible during a given 
observation period. The length of the observation period is not specified and is based 
on the length of the interactive activity and the opportunity to observe the 
communicator and partner uninterrupted. In some cases, there may be a low rate of 
communication due to a number of factors including the developmental age of the 
communicator, the quality of the interactive setting(s), and the partners’ skills and 
abilities interacting with the child. It is necessary in some cases, to sample on 
multiple visits, and across a variety of interactive settings to gather a sample of at 
least 25 interactive event sequences. Twenty-five interactive event sequences provide 
the minimum number for establishing a "representative" sample, based on previous 
research on interaction analysis involving augmented communicators interacting with 
normal speakers (Buzolich, 1984). 

In order to insure that you have a sufficient number of analyzable events for a 
representative sample gather many more than twenty-five Interactive Event 
Sequences. Record the interactions between the child and partner without interpreting 
or evaluating what is occurring. It is also not appropriate to interrupt the interaction 
and ask the partner any questions regarding what is transpiring between the child and 
the partner. Events recorded on the sampling form are not included in the data 
analysis if it is ambiguous or unclear.  Nevertheless we include incomplete or 
ambiguous events on our sample report as they provide other important information. 
No incomplete interactive events are included in the analysis such as (1) the partner 
does not respond to the communicator (2) observer fails to record interactive setting 
or partner response or (3) communicator does not respond to partner. Therefore, 
observers should record many more than 25 event sequences considering some may 
not be included in the final analysis.
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